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Author's Notes: 
It's been awhile. 


Axl, 1980 


| could feel the looks from my parents burning into my back, | could feel it. We were at the police station and 
they were bailing me out, again. This shit wasn't my fault. The cops in this town always targeted me, they 
arrested me for nothing. | could feel the grime from that cell, and of course if they arrest you on a Friday 
night you're stuck in there until Monday morning, and those fucking cops knew it. 


My father was making small talk with the cops, talking and laughing, acting like this wonderful upstanding 
citizen. God, if they only knew. | hated the hypocrisy of this town. | stood back, looking down at my worn-out 
sneakers and the frayed end of my jeans. There would be a lecture in the car about God and laws and some 
such shit, and then at home there would be worse things. God, what was | still doing here? | was I8. That was 
an adult. I'd run away a dozen times, hitching rides, but | never got very far. Maybe it was time to go for 


real, not running away. Leaving. Leaving as an adult. It was time. 


"Bill, lets go," my father said, his voice stern but still compassionate, still the voice of reason, a reasonable 
father with a wayward son. It was all an act, it was the impression he was giving these cops. After all, this 
was the reverend at the fucking church, and it wasn't his fault that his kid was a fuck-up, was it? After all, 


that reasonable tone of voice of his implied, he'd done the best he could 


My mother, on the other hand, stood quietly next to him, her eyes downcast. She never looked up and she 


never spoke and she never, never stood up for me. Whatever. | knew he had her beat, too. 


Outside the bright morning sun reflected off the sidewalk and off all the cars parked along the side. | squinted 
against it after having spent the entire weekend in that dark cell. 


"C'mon," my father said, shoving me roughly toward the car once he was out of view of the cops and anyone 
else. | stumbled but didn't fall. The familiar anger flared inside of me and | could feel it, it was in my veins. | 


curled my hands into fists but | did it so he couldn't see. 


In the car he lectured me, just like | knew he would. | wasn't listening. | was pretending to listen, and when there 
was a pause | nodded, and sometimes in a pause | said | was sorry, but it wouldn't make a difference. Mostly | 
just zoned out, watching the scenery go by, flat farmland, the houses by the river, the small front yards full 
of weeds and plastic kid toys, cracking cement walkways. 


The closer we got to our house the worse my stomach was twisting until | wanted to curl up with the pain. | 
could just run when he parked the car, run and never come back. | closed my eyes, feeling the car pull into 
our driveway. But if | did that he could catch me. He has before. He wasn't, he wasn't that much older than 


me. He could still catch me. Fuck. 


Maybe he wouldn't beat the shit out of me. It could happen Maybe he'd just yell and lecture and all that kind 
of shit, because sometimes he did that. Maybe it would be okay. 


The car came to a stop and | squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to open them and not wanting to go, but | 
heard their doors opening and | couldn't just sit here in the back of the car. | sighed, opened my eyes, and got 
out of the car. 


Our house was dim with all the curtains drawn, and my mother dropped her purse on the table by the door 
and shrugged out of her coat but my father's words stopped her. 


"Sharon, we're out of coffee. You should go to the store and pick some up," he said, and she glanced up at him, 


slight surprise on her face. We weren't out of coffee, she knew it. That was a bullshit excuse. 


"Alright," she said, putting her coat back on, picking up her purse. She left, and the car started up a minute 
later. | was going to leave, too. | should have in the first place. | should have taken off down the street, | could 


run, | had been in track. Well, my ankle was pretty fucked up now, so maybe not. | put my hand on the 
doorknob and he grabbed my arm. 


"You're not going anywhere," he said, spinning me around. | jerked in his grasp but he held on tighter. He gripped 
the collar of my shirt with his other hand and brought his face close to mine, so close | could see the pores. 


"Do you think | like going down to that police station to bail you out?" | didn't say anything. There was nothing 
to say. His tone of voice, the way he was looking at me, the coiled spring of his muscles all meant one thing. | 


knew what was coming. Nothing | would say would stop it. 


"Let me go," | said, my voice barely a whisper. | closed my eyes again and remembered other times when | was 
grabbed and hit and kicked and thrown to the ground. | was IB years old, but when he bunched up my shirt in 
his hand, when he narrowed his eyes and spoke to me in that harsh voice | felt 13, 10, 8, 5. Young. | was so 
young and | couldn't do anything and my mother never came to help me, she never stopped this any of this 
and | struggled against him, against the crushing grip he had on both my arms and he slammed me against the 
wall and somehow | couldn't fight back, | couldn't. Somewhere in my head it was ingrained that he was my 
father and you had to honor your father, it didn't matter what they did to you. And he couldn't spare the rod 
and spoil the child, it was in the Bible, it said it in the Bible. 


"When will you learn, you useless little piece of shit!" he said, and he grabbed both my arms, squeezing them, | 
felt his nails dig into my flesh, and he threw me to the ground. | scrambled back and away from him, trying to 
get up, but he fell on me, punching and kicking and | curled up, trying to protect my face and head, even 
though he never hit me in the face. Sometimes he slammed the back of my head against a wall or the floor, 
and I'd see these black bursting stars and feel that sharp jolt of pain, but he never hit my face. People could 
see that. 


| felt the kicks to my side, his boot slamming into my ribcage, slamming into my stomach. | couldn't breathe, 
the wind was knocked out of me. | was gasping for breath around the pain, this white-hot ball of pain in the 
center of my stomach. | felt the tears coursing down my cheeks but | wasn't really crying and | wasn't really 
sad. It was strange, the tears. When the beatings were this bad | cried every time, it was some kind of 


automatic response. But | wasn't sad. | was angry. | was so angry | couldn't see straight. 


Maybe | passed out. | might have. | pulled in my breath and it hurt to breathe, there was this sharp, pulling 
pain. | tried to breathe all shallow, but the pain was still there. | could feel the coolness of the wood floor 
beneath my cheek Cool and rough at the same time, and | felt pain everywhere. My entire body was one 
throbbing mass of pain and | groaned and wondered what happened. | didn't even know where | was. And | didn't 


care. | just wanted to escape this pain. How could you escape what was inside of you? 
"Bill?" My name from somewhere above me. | don't know who said it or why. 


"Bill?" Now someone was gently shaking me and that hurt, too. | pulled away from that touch. What the fuck? 


Then it came back to me, getting bailed out, getting the shit kicked out of me. That's what happened. It 


happened all quick, my mother wasn't even back from the store. 


"C'mon," The voice, now gentle and tentative, was my father's. | tried to sit up but couldn't quite manage it, and 


| groaned again, the pain circling around me and through me. 


"IIl help you," he said, and he helped me sit up and then get to my feet. Waves of dizziness washed over me, 
the room seeming to recede into the distance. The pain intensified until it blocked out everything, including 
myself. | fell into the darkness where the pain couldn't follow. 


two 


| could still feel the pain, it was there with every step | took, and looking at it rationally, when would this kind 
of shit end? | had stayed in bed all day while everyone else was out, my parents at the church, Amy and 
Stuart in school. Fuck school. Senior year. | didn't give a shit. There was nothing for me there. They weren't 
teaching me anything | needed or wanted to know. | could teach myself. | clenched my fists thinking about this 
backward hypocritical town. Everyone thought my father was this great man of God. Such bullshit. He beat his 


wife and kids, was that very compassionate? | guess compassion had nothing to do with it. 


School was out now, and | was pretty sure that was where Izzy had been. He was hell bent on graduating. He 


needed that piece of paper. That was cool, | guess. But | didn't need it. 


Izzy's house loomed up ahead, and it was similar to mine except his had a second floor. My house was a ranch. 
It was the same as far as being kind of run down and old and it wasn't like those fancy ones the university 
professors had with the fake stone façade and all that kind of shit. But his house had this stark difference. 
There was none of the tension and the fear that just hung in the air, there was none of the jerking away and 
the quick startle reflex that me and my brother and sister had, none of the trying to pretend to be normal 
until something felt like it was going to crack, and then you had to go away from people for awhile. 


| knocked on the door, feeling kind of self-conscious about the long sleeve shirt | was wearing. It was too warm 
for it, but | didn't want anyone to see the bruises. Cold weather was better for hiding this kind of shit. If | left 


| wouldn't have to worry about that anymore. Man, that would be nice. 


"Bill, Jeff's upstairs," his mom said, smiling, stepping aside to let me in. | used to want Izzy's parents to be my 


parents. | guess you couldn't choose. | headed up, hearing the music already. 
"Hey," | said, standing in his doorway. He was sitting on the floor with his records pooled around him. 


"Axl," he said. To the world and the small-minded idiots of Lafayette, we were still Bill and Jeff, but to 
ourselves we were Axl and Izzy. He knew what kind of shit went down just by seeing the long-sleeved shirt | 
was wearing. There were no secrets, not anymore. He stood up slowly, trying not to step on any of his 
records, and he came over to me, the sadness and the caring in his expression enough to almost make me 
break down. | looked away, staring through a sheaf of my red hair at the floor, at the cover art of his 
records, faded and grainy on the older ones. 


"Are you okay?" he said, reaching out for me, and instinctively | jerked away. He knew what | was like and why, 


and he didn't take offense. He just reached for me again, slower this time, more deliberate, and | let him pull 


me into a hug, his arms wrapped gently around me. | put my head down on his shoulder and tried not to cry. 


He played most of his records and talk turned, as it often did, to starting a band. Izzy played drums and guitar 


and bass, and sometimes he would sing, although it wasn't, as he put it, "his thing," 

"Axl, you should sing in the band. You've had all that practice in choir," 

| shook my head, not equating that kind of singing with rock n roll, with the kind of singing our idols in the 
bands we listened to were doing. | played piano, and because of the percussion thing, | could kind of play drums. 


That's what | thought | would do. 


"Quit school. Let's go to Chicago or Boston or LA," | said, and | could feel the excitement of the idea, | could 
feel it in my chest. But he shook his head. 


"No, man. I've got to finish high school," he said. 
"Why?" | said, tracing the outline of one of the figures on an album cover with my index finger. 
"| don't know, | can't explain it. | just need it, | need to have that diploma," 


| stared at him for a second or two, and | liked the contrast of his hazel green eyes to his jet-black hair. Izzy 
looked cool, he always had. Me, | wasn't so sure. | definitely looked like an Indiana hick. 


"Yeah," | said, and | supposed that leaving could wait. | rubbed my arms, feeling the ache of the bruises. | really 
didn't want to wait. 


It was late and we were way down some dirt road in the middle of a cornfield. | was on my third beer and | 
could feel them, but the pot I'd smoked added an uncomfortable layer of paranoia to things. | wasn't so sure | 


was paranoid. The cops in this town had it out for me. 

"They have it out for me," | said, taking a sip of beer and a drag off my cigarette. My eyes darkened thinking 
about how they followed me, how they took any excuse to slam me up against a wall and slap those handcuffs 
on me, and way tighter than they needed to. That, or they were catcalling and saying | looked like a chick 


"Who?" Izzy said, sipping his own beer. 


"The fucking cops, man," | said, and if | got arrested again, which | probably would, and my father had to come 
bail me out again, which he would, that self-righteous son of a bitch, he'd beat me again 


Maybe | had more than three beers, because things were getting blurry and | could hear that slight slur to 
my speech. And | was saying shit | didn't usually say. 


"You know, | always got beat way worse than Amy and Stuart," | said, and it was true. They had their share, 
my brother and sister, but nothing like what happened to me. | had broken ribs and concussions and on a few 


occasions had ended up in the hospital with a neat little story about falling down the stairs. Sometimes | pissed 
blood. And my mother, she never did a fucking thing. 


"Yeah?" Izzy said, cautiously interested. This was tricky territory, he knew it. So did |. But sometimes, mostly 


when | was drunk, | could talk about it. 
"Yeah, maybe because l'm the oldest, or I'm worse than they are," 


"Worse?" Izzy said, taking a drag on his cigarette. | could see the red tip of the ember at the end. When he 
took a drag it burned brighter. 


"Yeah, worse. | don't always follow his stupid rules, they change, anyway. | don't keep my mouth shut, | don't..do 
what l'm supposed to do," | said, thinking again about being I8. | had to get out. | had to leave, with or without 
Izzy. | didn't think | could wait. | couldn't get beaten again. A lifetime was enough, | thought. 


"Man, wouldn't it be great to have our own place in some city far away from here, where no one can yell at 
you or lecture you or beat the shit out of you for no reason?" As | said that last thing about no reason | 
realized | didn't believe it. I'd given him plenty of reasons to beat me over the years. And he didn't do it every 
time | deserved it, either. And | knew he loved me, that was the thing. That was the worst thing, maybe. He did 
love me, he loved all of us, and | saw that anger in him spin out of control and then, with all that shit about 
not spoiling children and, | didn't know. It sucked, though. | envied Izzy because he never had to deal with that 
kind of shit. 


"Yeah, that would be great," Izzy said, setting his beer down, brushing my hair off my face. He leaned in to 
kiss me, and | closed my eyes, feeling his lips press against mine. 


